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EVIDENCE FROM PAPYRUS 46 FOR THE EAKLY EXISTENCE OF
THE SO0-CALLED WESTERN TEXT WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE
TO THE EPISTLE OF ST. PAUL TO THE EPHESIANS

Introduction

In 1931 a large collection of ancient papyri was
presented to Greek New Testament scholars. The entire
assemblage comprises no less than eleven codices which
date from the second to the fourth century. The part
of this collection in which we are interested is the
codex of Paul's letters to which E. von Dobschiitz has
given the number P46,

All scholars agree that we have here the oldest
copy of Paul's letters, probably separated from the auto-
graphs by only 150 years. Eventhough scholars agree
that P46 is very old, they do not all agree on a more
or lese exact date. Sir Fredefick Kenyon seems to favor
an earlier date, probably the early half of the third
century., He says the following to support his conten-
tion:




Professor Ulrich Wilcken, who is

universally recognized as the first

living papyrologist, considers that it

(P46) may even belong to the second

200 A.D: would be a safe dating.id
Professor Sanders of Michigan on the other hand does
not agree that P46 belongs to the early part of the third
century but claims that it originated in the latter half
of the third century.

Of this notable codex eighty-six leaves survive,
of which thirty belong to the University of Michigan and
the remaining leaves to Mr. A, Chester Beatty. Seven
leaves are missing at the beginning which implies that
an equal number are missing at the end. Four other leaves
are missing at the beginning and end. Thus the original
codex consisted of 104 leaves. The codex was formed by
laying 62 sheets of papyrueé one upon the other and folding
the entire stack in the middle. None of the leaves are
preserved perfectly. lMost of them have lost a few lines
on the bottom. The maximum size of the present leaves
is approximately © by 6 inches, and the original column
of writing was normally about 8 inches high by 4-3/4 inches

wide.

1l. Frederick Kenyon, The Chester Beat;y Biblical Pagxg%
Descriptions and Texts o elve uscripts on Papyrus o
Eie L‘EeeE 31510’ VOlo V, po Xiv.




The Chester Beatty Papyri are by no means the first
papyri known to us. The first papyri to reach Europe so
far as is known were presented to the library at Basel
about the end of the sixteenth century by Johann Jakob
Grynaeus. Additional manuscripts were found in 1752 in
the charred ruins of Herculaneum. These consisted of
Greek philosophical works. In 1778 an unknown European
dealer in antiquities purchased a papyrus roll from some
Egyptian peasants who had already burned fifty other rolls
because they enjoyed the aromatic fumes! ©Since the first
discovery, Egypt hae proved to be the great storehouse
for ancient papyri. Its dry climate and its drifting
sand has preserved these brittle papyri for thousands of
years.2

But why is the Chester Beatty find so important?

In answering that question we should first know what
papyrus is and what its use was in the ancient world.
Papyrus is a very old writing material. The statues of
scribes writing on scrolls of papyrus are being uncovered
from Egypt's tombs. Thus writing with this material can
be traced back to about 2500 B.C. Its use as a universal
writing medium continued till, if not later, the Arab
conquest of Egypt in A.D. 641l.

2, Cf. Jack Finegan, Light from the Ancient Eas%, p.321,
for additional information on the history of papyri.

|




We are especially interested in the use of papyrus made
by the Greeks and Romans,

Among the Greeks papyrus was in use
at least in the fifth century B.C. and
probably much earlier, In the century
and a half after the birth of Christ it
was the usual writing material, and it
continued to be employed as late as the
6th and 7th century A.D. The Romans were
using papyrus in the 3rd century B.C.
and continued to employ it until the 7th
century A.D. Thus, as Caspar Gregory
has said of the period in which the New
Testament was written, papyrus was the
common writing material, the paper of that
day, whether at Alexandria or at Antioch
or at Rome. If a man put a handbill up
at Rome, he wrote it on a big piece of
goarse papyrus. If he wrote a delicate
note to his wife or his mother, he wrote
it on a little piece of gine papyrus.
Papyrus was their paper.

In his Natural History, Pliny describes the process
how papyrus was made.

Paper is made from the papyrus by
splitting it with a needle into very thin
leaves, due care being taken that they
should be as broad as possible. That of
the first quality is taken from the cen-
ter of the plant... All the various kinds
of paper are made upon a table, moistened
with Nile water; a liquid which when in a
muddy state, has the peculiar qualities
of glue. This table being first inclined,
the leaves of papyrus are laid upon it
lengthwise, as long, indeed, as the papy-
rus will admit of, the jagged edges being
cut off at either end; after which a cross
layer is placed over it... When this is
done, the leaves are pressed together,
and then dried in the sunj; after which

3. Mo, p. 308.




they are united to one another, the

best sheets being always taken first,

and the inferior ones added after-

wards. There are never more than

twenty of these sheets to a roll.4

A papyrus sheet of average eize probably was about
© to 11 inches high and 6 to 9 inches wide. A single
sheet was enough for a brief letter. Such brief New
Testament books as Philemon and II and III John probably
covered only a single sheet.

P46 and the other members of the Chester Reatty
collection are very important in the eritical study of
the New Testament text. The student of the New Testament
must know something about the character of the Greek
New Testament text. No autograph of any book of the
New Testament is still in existence. The originals were
lost very eerly. The booke of the New Testament had the
same history as other ancient writings. They were copied
again and again during more than fourteen centuries down
to the invention of printing. Copying by hand was a
precarious method of transmission because scribes were
not equally competent and faithful in their work. The
textual laxity of the first century also gave birth to
different readings. Concerning this point Westcott and
Hort say:

The conception of new Scriptures
standing on the same footing as the

4. Pliny, Natural History, XIII, p. 1lf.
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